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Willow 

Do you remember your first crush?

Most people will send their minds back to those halcyon days of teenage dreams, when a single word from the right person could uplift you to the greatest heights—or plunge you into oblivion.

I had my first true crush later than most. My parents had been working for Eaton Corp, my mother in accounts receivable and my father in marketing. They had distinguished themselves enough that they reported directly to the board of directors and they were both given a great deal of responsibility.

My parents developed a pretty close working relationship with the owner and CEO, Bruce Eaton. The working relationship sort of morphed from there into something more. I’d even go so far as to say they were all friends with each other.

Anyway, I can still remember the first and the last time that my parents had Bruce Eaton over for dinner. I had just turned sixteen, and it was a cold, blustery day in November. I saw a Maserati pull up in the driveway, all black gloss and shining chrome. My parents were trying to show off their culinary skills in the kitchen, and had not yet finished preparing dinner.

“Willow, can you answer the door and let Bruce in, please?” my mother called from over a pot of lentils.

“Sure thing, Ma,” I said, closing up my biology textbook and getting to my feet. I knew Bruce was younger than my parents, but I still had this image in my mind of him as a gray-haired, wizened man with a big potbelly.

I opened the door just as the doorbell chime faded away. My jaw fell open when I saw Bruce, who did not have a potbelly or one streak of gray hair. I was greeted by the sight of a six-and-a-half-foot tall, broad-shouldered man with a square jaw and cheekbones high enough to be a male model.

I stood there staring at him like an idiot. A smile flashed over his face and his dark brows climbed high.

“Hello there,” he said in a smooth, melodious voice as deep as the ocean and more confident than God. “You must be Willow. I’m Bruce. Your parents and I work together.”

More like my parents worked for him, but he was being polite, I suppose. I remembered myself and pulled the door open fully for him, a gawky smile forcing its way to my face.

“Hi,” I said, self-conscious about my braces. I tried to keep my smile as toothless as possible. “Come on in, Mr. Eaton. Dinner is almost ready.”

He swept into the room past me, the smell of English leather and freshly pressed clothing wafting into my nostrils. His gaze darted about our living room, but he was so inscrutable I couldn’t tell if he was impressed, repulsed, or none of the above.

“Nice place you have here,” he said.

“Can I take your coat, Mr. Eaton?”

He arched a brow, then doffed his coat and folded it carefully before handing it to me.

“You may,” he said. “But let’s get one thing perfectly clear—it’s Bruce, not Mr. Eaton. You don’t work for me, after all.”

“Um, sure, Bruce.” I felt so damn awkward I didn’t know if I wanted to turtle up or just keel over dead. He was so goddamn good looking, and possessed the air of a mature man completely at ease with himself. So different from the smirking and snickering boys at high school. No wonder I fell head over heels for him right then and there.

“So, Willow, I understand that you’re an honor roll student.”

“Yes,” I said, beaming because I had something I could show off about. “It’s a lot of work, but hopefully it’ll get me into a good school.”

“That’s great.”

My parents came out of the kitchen to greet him, and then Bruce pretty much forgot all about me. Don’t get me wrong, he was always polite to me, but it was obvious that I was just an awkward teen girl who didn’t interest him in the way that he interested me.

After that day I studied even harder, hoping that one day I would work in the big tower of glass and steel downtown where he kept his office. I guess I had it bad for him, but in that sweet teenage crush kind of way. 

Then one day, I came home from school to an empty house. This wasn’t unusual because my parents frequently worked well after the normal quitting time of five, and I was used to fending for myself.

I hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before because I’d been studying for a big chem exam, so I went upstairs to my room and stretched out for a little nap. I stirred when I heard my parents coming in the door. Their usual after-work banter had been replaced with something more disturbing, however.

“What are we going to do, Ken?” I could hear the anguish and fear in my mother’s voice. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know. We should probably hire a lawyer.”

“A lawyer?” My mother was sputtering. She never sputtered. I instantly came fully awake, gripped by worry. “But we haven’t done anything wrong.”

“I know we haven’t sweetie,” my father said in a calming tone. “But I can understand why it looks like we did. I don’t know how that money got funneled into the Preakness account, but it’s there now and it sure looks like we put it there, not to mention covered our tracks.”

“It has to be some kind of mistake,” my mother said. “If we hire a lawyer, it will be as much as admitting guilt.”

At that point I got up out of bed and quickly went down the steps in my socked feet. I stopped at the first landing and just stood there for a minute, hoping they would notice. They did not.

“What’s going on?” I asked at last.

They both started, then looked up at me.

“Oh, Willow,” my mom said. “I thought you had chess club tonight?”

“It got canceled because Mr. Crenshaw got pneumonia. What’s going on?”

My parents exchanged glances, and then my mother swallowed hard.

“Baby, maybe you should sit down for this.”

I shook my head stubbornly.

“What’s going on?” I repeated with greater urgency.

My father sighed.

“Willow, your mother and I have been fired.”

I felt a rush in my belly as if I’d been slapped. I shook my head again, my pulse throbbing in my ears so loud I could barely hear myself think.

“No,” I said. “That’s not possible.”

“I’m afraid it’s true, honey.”

“Why? Why did Bruce fire you? I thought you guys were friends.”

My father sighed, and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“Not anymore,” he mumbled.

“We were fired for embezzling company funds,” my mother said in a defeated tone. “We didn’t do it. I swear to you we didn’t do it, but...”

“But the evidence says otherwise,” my father finished. Then he spoke in so low a tone I knew I was not supposed to hear, but I did anyway. “And we’re probably going to prison.”

“No,” I said, petulant like a little girl. “No, this isn’t fair. If you’re innocent, you shouldn’t have to go to jail. I can’t believe Bruce is doing this to you.”

“Bruce is only acting on the evidence he has,” my mother said gently. “You can’t be mad at him.”

“Yes I can. He’s a stupid jerk if he thinks that you guys ripped him off.”

“Honey, you need to calm down,” My father said.

“I will not calm down!”

It gets murky after that. I do remember that my mom finally managed to get me to a state where I was merely panicking quietly on the inside rather than loudly on the outside. We ate a dinner I couldn’t even taste, and when they suggested I go to bed early I didn’t argue.

Only I couldn’t sleep. I just laid there on the bed staring at the ceiling and wondering if there wasn’t some way I could fix this mess. I wasn’t a lawyer, and my parents were being frustratingly obtuse about any concrete details on the matter.

Then it hit me—I could go right to the source, right to the head of the serpent and hopefully cut it off. I waited until my parents went to sleep, or at least got quiet inside of their bedroom.

I snuck downstairs and slipped into my shoes. I was so concerned about being caught I put my car in neutral and let it roll down the driveway, not starting the engine until I was in the street. As I pulled off into traffic, my heart thudded in my chest. Was I really going to do this? It seemed like I was, with no regrets.

Only when I was all the way downtown did I realize it was the middle of the night and Bruce might not even be at his office. But fortune smiled, because the corner office at the top of his skyscraper was still lit up.

I guessed that the memo that my parents had been fired hadn’t reached all levels of the company yet, because my dad’s keycard got me in the front door and onto the executive elevator.

I almost lost my nerve as I approached his office. The door was standing open, sending a rectangle of yellow light into the otherwise dim hallway. He had sent his assistant home long ago, and sat by himself inside, tapping on a keyboard.

I stood in the doorway for a long moment, wondering if I should just turn back and go home. Then, he lifted his gaze and lanced me with those perfect, piercing eyes of his.

His brow furrowed in confusion as he beheld me.

“You? Willow, was it? What are you doing here? Your parents went home a long time ago.”

“I know.” I walked into the office, trying not to let my knees or my voice quiver. “I heard you fired them.”

He sighed and closed up his laptop.

“Yes, I did. The evidence against them is incontrovertible.”

I smacked his coffee cup off his desk. I don’t know why I did it, but I did. He cursed as it stained his lap. Bruce’s eyes lifted up and locked onto me with a dire glare.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. He was so intimidating I wanted to faint. I knew there was no arguing with him about my parents’ guilt or innocence, so I tried another tactic.

“Are you going to prosecute them?”

“Yes,” he said without hesitation, using a handkerchief to wipe his pants. He really was unflappable. “If you do the crime, you should do the time. It’s nothing personal, but I can’t go soft on them or everyone will think it’s okay to steal from me.”

I approached his desk, literally wringing my hands.

“Please,” I said. “Don’t press charges. They’re my Mom and Dad, just... please don’t send them to prison.”

He considered me for a long moment, then cleared his throat.

“I would consider not pressing charges... if all of the money were paid back to me in full, and they agree not to litigate for severance.”

I knew it would devastate my parents on a financial level, but it was better than them going to prison.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll get them to agree, I promise.”

“Careful making promises you can’t keep.”

I grew angry, but I bit back my retort and turned around, leaving his office.

And I was sure it would be the last time I ever saw Bruce Eaton for as long as I lived.
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Bruce 

Ten years later

My private jet banked over La Guardia just as the sun peeked above the horizon. Red striations played over the clouds, lining each one with a glowing nimbus of sunlight. I found the sight to be lovely, a direct contrast to my mood.

I’d been in London for the last several days, closing the deal on a tech startup I wanted to acquire. And acquire it I did, though the negotiations had been brutal, long, and tedious. I got everything I wanted, and gave up nothing I hadn’t been prepared to part with ahead of time.

All in all, a successful business trip. Normally I’d have allowed the sunrise to cheer me up. But I had some business to take care of at the home offices of Eaton Enterprises.

Perhaps I’d been jaunting about the globe too much for too long. Or maybe our long string of successes as a company had made my underlings complacent. I didn’t know the reason for the poor results I was seeing on the quarterly report, but I was damn sure determined to get to the bottom of it.

My driver picked up on my mood as soon as he saw me leaving the plane. He skipped the usual pleasantries as he held the door open for me. I made a couple of calls and answered some emails during the ride, but in my mind I was already in the office, doing what had to be done.

When the limo pulled up in front of my office building, I didn’t even wait for the driver to put it in park before I got out. He exited the driver’s side door and looked at me in confusion as I made my way up the sidewalk.

“I’ll be a while, Jimmy,” I said. “Go ahead and park it in the garage.”

“Of course, Mr. Eaton. Right away.”

If only all of my underlings were as capable and promptly efficient as my driver. I was considering making him my new executive. He was green as grass but ambitious and competent. I like that combination, as long as their ambition doesn’t make them do something stupid like steal from me.

My employees hurried to get out of my way as I strode through the building. The executive conference room was on the very top floor and I rode my personal elevator up to the heart of my domain.

I exited the elevator as soon as the doors slid open, moving quickly down the hall. The meeting room door stood open, and I could hear the sounds of conversation coming from inside.

The moment I stepped through the threshold, all conversation ceased. I ran my gaze over each of them in turn, and the smart ones had the good sense to blanch.

A little suck-up named Tanner smiled at me and had the audacity to welcome me back home. I glared at him until he bowed his head and kept his gaze on the highly polished glass top of our meeting room table.

My vice president, Tru Jackson, rose to his feet. He had the good sense not to smile. He offered his hand and I took it. I wasn’t pissed at him. Indeed, he had been the one to bring the incompetence of the others to my attention.

“Mr. Eaton,” he said in a polite but somber tone. “They’re ready for you.”

“Good.”

I stepped to the front of the table and slapped my briefcase on top of it. Then I leaned over and put my hands on the table. I did this mostly so I would have something tangible to hold on to, to remind myself not to lose my temper.

“When I look around this room,” I said by way of preamble, “I see a whole lot of incompetence, gross negligence, and arrogance.”

“What’s bothering you, sir?” Tanner asked.

I snapped my gaze to him.

“The next time you interrupt me, you can go get in the unemployment line. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir,” he said quickly, sitting down swiftly. Contrary to popular belief, I hated suck-ups and sycophants. If someone wanted to suck up to me, they could do it by being an exemplary employee.

I settled into my chair while I gathered my thoughts. I wanted to direct my anger, not abate it. I needed to save it for those who deserved it the most.

“Donald Woodrow,” I said, causing the man in question to flinch. “Can you please explain to me and the board how it is that the holdings under your purview have been hemorrhaging money like a god-damned sieve?”

Donald stood up, his voice a little shaky when he spoke.

“Mr. Eaton, I can explain.”

“I should hope fucking so,” I snapped. “Well? Let’s hear your ‘explanation’ about this matter.”

He cleared his throat nervously and shuffled papers around on his desk.

“Ah, well, that is... the recent supply chain issues due to unrest in Southeast Asia has definitely affected the bottom line—”

“When the fuck isn’t there unrest somewhere in the world? This sounds like an excuse and not an explanation.”

He swallowed hard before continuing.

“Ah, well, I did try to reroute our supply lines, but the red tape and paperwork have been considerable. You know that many of our suppliers require in-person meetings.”

“So why didn’t you hop on a company jet and go take care of it?”

“I... my turn for the timeshare in Lake Tahoe came up.”

I inhaled deeply through my nose, then let it out slowly through my mouth. My anger didn’t fade, but I did seethe a bit less.

“Mr. Woodrow,” I said in a calm, flat voice. “Are you telling me that you allowed this company to lose hundreds of thousands of dollars so you could go to a place with half the fun and none of the scenery of Vegas for your vacation?”

I put a lot of emphasis on the last word. He swallowed again, and opened his mouth to reply but no sound came out.

“I... yes, sir.”

“Well, finally, some accountability. That’s refreshing and unexpected.”

“I’ll do better, sir,” he said.

“Maybe,” I replied. “Maybe you’ll do better in your next job.”

He flinched, and then looked around the room as if seeking support. Not surprisingly he found none.

I rolled my eyes and a low growl escaped my throat.

“What are you still doing here?” I snapped, making him jump.

“Sir?” He looked at me fearfully, beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

“Allow me to be perfectly clear, so there is no ambiguity,” I snapped. “You’re fired, Woodrow. Clear out your office and be gone in an hour.”

“You’re firing me?” he sputtered.

“I don’t know why you’re surprised. Get out.”

He just kept sitting there with an incredulous, unbelieving look on his face.

“Now,” I said in a tone so ice-cold he shivered.

Woodrow rose to his feet. He started to collect his papers, but I snapped at him again.

“Those are company property. Leave them. Take only what you brought in with you the first day, which I believe consists of a half-dead houseplant and a picture of you from your Harvard swim team days.”

I didn’t bother looking at him any longer as he rose to his feet and left the boardroom. He stopped at the door and looked back as if expecting me to change my mind. When I didn’t, Tru gently guided him out the door.

“Tru, have security escort him until he’s out of here, and tell the analytics department to monitor his social media carefully. If he posts anything that violates his proprietary agreement, we’ll sue him into oblivion.”

“Right away, sir,” Tru said.

Tru and I had worked together for more than ten years and I wished I could replace everyone in the room with clones of him.

“Now,” I said, making the others jump. “Let me address you, Mr. Guttenberg.”

A bespectacled man swallowed hard and adjusted his glasses.

“Sir?”

“Can you explain to the board exactly what you were thinking when you failed to sell Devlin Incorporated stock as I directed you to?”

“I, I tried to find buyers, but the news had already leaked by the time I got your memo,” he stammered. “By that time, the prices had already plummeted so low there was no point in doing so.”

“So you made an executive decision to go against my will?” I asked coldly.

“I... it was a mistake, sir. I’ll tender my resignation right now if that’s what you want.”

“Did I ask you for your fucking resignation?” I snapped.

“No, sir.”

“You’ve been with me for six years, Guttenberg, and you’ve by and large proven yourself competent and capable... until now. I won’t fire you, but I’m taking some of your responsibilities and giving them to someone else. Maybe you’re just a bit too overworked to do your job correctly.”

I waited for him to argue, but wisely he did not.

“Of course, sir,” he said. “Thank you for letting me keep my job, sir.”

“You kept your own job, Guttenberg, by virtue of your excellent performance until last week. But now you’re on thin ice. I expect you to return to your previous levels of performance immediately.”

“I will, sir. You can count on me.”

“I hope so, or you’ll be the next one to clear out your office.”

The meeting continued on in the same vein of brutal honesty. I had no regrets about ruffling feathers and hurting feelings. Some of my people hadn’t pissed me off with their incompetence, and I was as lavish with my rewards as I was with my punishments.

At last, the meeting came to an end. The exhausted execs shuffled out, looking as if they’d been in a war. I pounded a bottled water, because my throat was parched and dry. As I replaced the cap and tossed it into the recycling bin, Tru approached me.

“You were in rare form today, Bruce.”

I allowed him to be on a first-name basis with me when we weren’t in a meeting or official setting. I shrugged my shoulders.

“It’s the boardroom of a billion-dollar company, Tru, not a nursery school. I don’t give a shit about hurt feelings. All I care about are results.”

He nodded, and made some notes on his tablet.

“There is a matter we must discuss,” he said.

“What is it?” I asked as I pulled my phone off the wireless charging platform built into the table.

“You fired Donny, and he was supposed to head up the R and D on the ultracapacitor initiative.”

I grunted. The ultracapacitor initiative could potentially have been a billion-dollar investment, but to be honest I wasn’t enough of a science geek to comprehend the finer details. I did know that it needed someone young, eager, and ready to spend countless hours toiling away to be a success, though.

“I see. And we will need someone else to oversee it.”

He nodded, and I could tell there was more he had to say.

“I take it you have a candidate in mind, Tru?” 

He nodded again and gestured at his tablet.

“I do, as a matter of fact. I think this person will be perfect for the job.”

“Perfect, huh? You usually don’t throw that word around, Tru. You’re not buttering my bread are you?”

“No, sir,” he said quickly. “If I didn’t think this person was essential, I wouldn’t suggest them.”

“All right. See to it.”

“You’ve got it.”

I left the meeting room, intending on taking my dinner at a restaurant I owned on the Upper East Side. I didn’t pay Tru any more heed. I trusted him to find the right person for the job.

And if the person didn’t work out, I could always fire them and find someone better. 
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Willow 

I pulled up to the window at the cherry red coffee trailer and offered my credit card, even though I knew it would be refused.

Not that it didn’t have enough balance on it to cover the cost of my mocha latte. I mean that I knew it would literally be refused. I had been to this particular coffee trailer every morning for the past year and a half and had yet to pay for a single drink, despite my best efforts.

Mom stuck her head out of the trailer’s service window, extending her arm toward me with my steaming cup of brew. She ignored my credit card, like she always did.

“Mom, when are you going to let me pay you and Dad to drink here?”

“Two Wednesdays after never, sweetie,” she said with a big smile. “How’s the job going?”

“Boring, but they pay me decent enough.”

It was the truth. I was well compensated and could even afford my own apartment on the Upper East Side. No roommate or rent control necessary. Still, it wasn’t as much as I wanted to make. Ever since my parents lost their jobs at Eaton Corp almost a decade earlier, I’d been intent upon earning enough money that they could live in luxury again.

So far, that hadn’t worked out, but then again my career was just getting started. I still needed that big break, though, that would take me to the next level.

“Well, buck up, kiddo. I’m sure you’ll wind up exactly where you need to be soon enough.”

I chuckled as I tucked my drink into the cup holder.

“And what makes you say that, Mom?”

“Because you’re amazing, and sooner or later someone who matters is going to notice.”

“Thanks, Mom. And tell Dad I said hi.”

“Sure will, hon. Have a great day.”

I pulled out of the parking lot and into traffic. It was a short jaunt to Roltech Ltd, the tech start-up where I was employed as a data analyst. As usual, I was one of the first to arrive. The sun was just over the horizon when I plugged my key into the card reader and the door popped open with an electronic buzz.

I entered the office and smiled at the security guard.

“Good morning, Willow,” he said, thumbs tucked into the belt which barely contained the circumference of his bulging middle. “How’s it shaking?”

“It’s shaking, Bill,” I said as I went past. “Bad news about the Knicks, huh?”

“Yeah, well, at least I was smart enough not to put money on the game this time.”

I went into my office and sat down, opening my laptop and putting my thumb on the reader. A second later my screen came to life and I set right to work.

The work was dull, but rewarding in its own way. I ground my way through my daily allotment, shooting off emails and texts when necessary but by and large left in my own bubble. I knew I was capable of more, and yearned for a chance to prove myself.

That meant I spent most of my lunch breaks looking for a better-paying job. There was a whole city’s worth of opportunities just waiting to be uncovered. I just had to be at the right place at the right time to find mine.

I looked at the time and realized that I’d worked about half an hour past my normal lunch break. I closed up the laptop and left the office, saying hi to a few people on my way out. I didn’t go to my car, since the café I intended to dine at was only a block and a half away.

When I got to Jonah’s Kitchen, a nice little bougie place with just the right balance between hipster cuisine and comfort food, I found a familiar face working the sales counter. My old neighbor Stan, who was a couple years younger than me. I hadn’t seen him since we moved out after my parents were fired.

“Hey, Stan,” I said. “How’s it going?”

He looked at me blankly, then made a nervous smile.

“Ah, hey,” he said. “I’m sorry, ma’am, do we know each other?”

I put my hand on my hip and gave him the stink eye.

“You hit a baseball out of your backyard and right into my bedroom window
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